PREPARING THE NEW WORKFORCE 


mil ms 

in Postsecondary GTE: 

A Discussion on Classroom and Career 


BY ROBERT BRACE 

H a\ ill];; several years 

in a rapidly grm% ing field, 
a tradesman enters the 
postsecondary classroom 
for the first time as an insirucior* He 
thinks with confidence, ‘4 know my trade 
inside and oni/' 

But hoiv well canyon share it? 

Down the hall, a new administrator en- 
tering his oflice for the first time promises 
himself, '^My school will certify more 
students for industry work than any other 
school in the area.” 

But jvilt industry find them ready? 
The jxist secondary' career and technical 
education (CTE) institulion sits at tlie 
nexus of two factors: what the student 
brings upon entrance to, and whai the in- 
dustry will call for u|x>n exit from, its pro- 
grams, Postsecondary CTE programs can 
ser\r as a catalyst for these conijKmcms, 
which hit it from polar angles. This article 
explores tliese factors using published 
works as uiell as e-mail correspijndence 
from individuals well-versed in various 
learning-trait models. 


Student Learning 

In a classroom of 20 students, the instruc- 
tor can expect to teach 20 iiidi\ idua] 
classes simultaneously. Then* is a range of 
learning traits spread ihroughout any giv- 
en classroom’s student body. Tlie wrld of 
education has setm multiple learning-trait 
models from varied tlicorctical \ iewpoints 
and with di fieri iig definitions, Lynna 
Ausburn has l>een tnv^oKx^d with more 
than one research project using ATLAS, 
a tool to ideniify h*arning strategies. 
Anthony Gregorc has defined learners 
through pairings of concrete, ahstraci, 
sequential and random descriptors, Aus- 
buni says that the learning strategies '*arc 
learned prelerences based on j>ast experi- 
ences with learning,” while Gregorc ’s e- 
mail points to his brand of traits as more 
fixed: **Born a dominant CS [concrete 
sequential] you w ill R'maiii a dominant 
CS till death” 

Ausburn also siatt*s she has “seen 
indicatjoiis that instructors teach to the 
learning style tliey prefer/’ and claims: 
“Matching teachers and studetus on 
styles is not as important as making lx>th 
await* that others do not learn as they 


<lo,,,” Rita Kolody, w'ho ro- developed tlie 
ATLAS insirumeni and also weighed in 
through e-mail, asserts that “once educa- 
tors ideniify their own prere fences, they 
can then be niore sensitive lo the biases 
they present in their teaching,” There are 
implications for development at the de- 
partmental level as well: When iimruciors 
haw ideaiified their ow n le anting traits, 
they may collaborate with inst rue tors who 
are strong in other traits to implement a 
wider R'pertoire of class aciivilies, 

skill Standards 

'Fhe new’ benchmark for workplace 
competencies ap[x*ars to be Hlie three 
'Is,’ “More and iiKjre, business leaders 
say they waiii their new emplowcs to lx* 
able to think, talk and work as pan of 
a team,” wrote 'roni Holdsworth in an 
April /May 2007 article in the Commamty 
j 0 urmL Perkins I\' rerogntzes the 
first of these (if more thoroughly sjxlled 
out) in its defining characteristics of C'TE 
(2006). \et it would a]>pear there is room 
for improvement in employee preparation, 
A study from 2006 shows that, while 
out of the skills listed employers rated 
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these same three skills as tliree of the top 
four key skills for the 'Uwo-year college/ 
tedinical si'hool diploma” category (“Are 
They Really Ready,” 2006, p, 21), freshly 
hired individuals with these credentials 
were deemed to lack competency' by 
more than 20 jK'rcem of employers who 
weighed in oti two of the three areas 
(2006). While perhaps not overwhelming 
jx'rcentages, they' still indicate room for 
growth. 

And Here the Twain Shall Meet 

Is it possible that in using learning trait 
Hssessmenls to lind strengths and/or 
preferences, one can identify possible 
obstacles in dev'cloping certain soft skills? 
Ansburn says ‘Engagers' as measured by 


the ATI*/\S have a stronger iiitcrpersoiial 
element than their ‘Navigator^ counter- 
parts. who fall at the bottom of iJie strat- 
€?gy scale in this category-, and Kolody 
claims ‘Problem Solvers' “tend to score 
higher in the critical ihinking domain ” 

Is change [X)ssil>le? Concerning 
ATLAS learning traits, Ausburn sees 
adults as having a dear ability to utilise 
strategies other than that of their main 
preference. Kolodv' notes that the A'l'LAS 
is iiueiided for learners to reach a |x>int 
wliere they' can select the strategy' most 
appropriate for a specific situattoin and 
use it. She states, “Le-ariiing strategies can 
be learned: there lore the ideiitiiicatioii 
of the learning strategy* preference group 
will often highlight areas for development 


in the other tvvo groups.” and that, “we 
teach all the strategics to all tlie learners 
to fill up their toolkits ” C’liristopher \V. 
;\llinsoiK V'^'lio co-developed the Cogni- 
tive Style Index (CSli with John Hayes, 
e-mails in reference to his own and 
presumably Hayes’ perception that. “We 
feel that tlie C-SI can be used to make 
individuals aware of their own cogni- 
tive predis|x>sitions along witii the need 
to adopt particular cogiiitive strategies, 
which sometimes contrast with those dis- 
|x»sitioiis. according to circumstances” 
Let the suggestion be made then 
that the post secondary* CTE instructor 
consider not oiiK* catering io students’ 
learning traits, but aiding in the adapta- 
tion ^ those traits to strengthen areas use- 
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ful in ilie utirlcl of work. Thost* wlio may 
see this as trying to force chaiigx' into an 
individuars identity may be comibried In- 
ihc pliilosopby of Sailer el ah: '^Flexibility 
in Inking able to adapt to cirrmmtatices 
is important, but individual style prefer* 
ences can still be maiittained'^ ;200B, p. 
183). This may open discussion as to what 
constitutes change in tixe self and what 
is merely plasticity to meet an Immedi- 


ing trait familiarity as an iniportam tool 
to the postsecoiidar^' Cl'E classroom j 
nor view all models with fas-on National 
Research Onier for Career and Techni- 
cal Education Di reactor James Stone III, 
while pointing out that this area is not liis 
ibrte, shares through e*niail the lb] towing 
comparison: ‘‘I'ln a Gemini and an EXTJ 
[on the Myers*Briggs model] neither 
has much predictive validity.” 


"More and more, business leoders soy they wont their new employees to 
be able to think, talk and work os port of a team," wrote Tom Holdsworth 
in on Aprii/Moy 2007 article in the Community College Journal. 


ate luvd. and which tlieoru*s would he 
accepting to and denying of this difleren- 
tiaiion. 

h may he to the acKaniage of learners 
to have learning trail tools available to 
them, not only for classroom learning, but 
also for use In addressing nontechnical 
skills for the work world. For strategic 
planning of ]>ostsecondary (TFE admin* 
Istrators in general, it may serve as an 
adx antage for schools to impleinent one or 
more learning trail tools where there are 
none; if there is a tool bt'ing used aln*ady, 
the school may add a complement. 

Not ever)t>ne may designate learti- 
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111 one study Gregorc^s model is 
dr"t*nied "iioi suitable Ibr the assessmeun 
of individuals" (ColTield. Moseley, Hall, 
and Ecclestone, 200 4, p. 26). Howe\'er, 
it may still be worili noting the use of 
learning trait assessments as a calegon' 
to make skill and inlbrniation iransactjon 
more* |>a)aiable to the student. Studies on 
student learning traits in post secondary 
(riX or related environments include 
Ausbuni and Brown s look at the A FI-.. VS 
(Ausburn and Brown. 2006) and Orr et 
al.'s study using Gregorc^i model Orr, 
Park, 'Fhompson and 'Fhompsoii, 1999) 
as ipvc‘11 as their later study witli focus 
on Gregorc’s model with jjost secondary 
teachers I'riiompson. Orr, Thompson 
and Park. 2002;. Further studies with 
adult CTE populations could put ibeus 
on soft skill tendencies associated with 
various learning traits, and thus add a 
further dimension to die met a cognition 
oiTered to students tlirougli lea riling 
trait models. 

While opinions may dilTer as to ihe 
usefulness of learning trait familiarity, it 
may still be w-orth noting the use of learn- 
ing trait assessments as a nieam to make 
skill and inlbrniation transaction more 
]>(databh' to the student, and jxTliaps as 



instruments to promote metacogttiiioii 
concern iiig the indis iduars strengths and 
weaknesses in areas of soft skills as well. D 
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topic further? Discuss H with 
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